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composed a Greek verse, purporting to be the utterance of one of the sacred oracles, which predicted the downfall of Christianity in 398. The pseudo-oracle represented Christ as an innocent enthusiast, but said that Peter had procured by magical arts a triumph of 365 years for the Galilean religion. Counting the period from the year 33 of the current era, the date of the breaking of the spell would fall in 398. In that year, therefore, the pagans became unusually active and spirited, and the bishops of the African Church began their unhappy appeal to the secular arm. In the case of the pagans, at least, there was no room for an accusation of violence. However, in 398 we seem to find Augustine speaking, without a shade of hesitation, of recourse to repressive legislation.1 Some time in that year we find him preaching (sermon 24) to a Carthaginian congregation on the pagan religion. The pagans had
1 The reader may remember that I have already represented Augustine as writing, about 398 (in his Contra Portent Donati"), that he disliked the idea of secular coercion in the matter of the Dona-tists. Yet the sermon I am going to" quote was quite certainly delivered before 399. It implies a large and public exercise of the pagan cult at Carthage and the absence of any repressive laws. This condition was not found after 399. The explanation seems to be that Augustine wavered for some years before his definitive declaration in favour of persecution.